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  For C.C. and E.C., who have saved me from zombies and worse


  INTRODUCTION

  to Second Edition

  It is a pleasure to be asked to write a new introduction to The Zen of Zombie nearly ten years after it was originally composed.

  Yet, if I should be honest—and zombies, of course, are incapable of intentional deception—I must confess to deriving an even greater satisfaction from the remarkable accomplishments that zombies themselves have made in that span of time. The humble zombie has gained so much ground. And for creatures that usually max-out at about two miles an hour, this is saying something.

  Oh, but I vividly remember those dark days of 2006. The zombie shambled along as perhaps the least-celebrated monster in the entire beastiary. They were the extra. The afterthought. The throwaway creature. The creature you got to practice swinging your sword on in the first level of the RPG (or maybe firing your submachine gun at in the first person shooter). Mummies, ghosts, and even creatures from black lagoons eclipsed the doughty, plucky zombie in the popular imagination.

  Back in 2006, Robert Kirkman’s comic The Walking Dead was only three years old, and had not been serialized into a TV show (never mind two of them). World War Z was new, untested, and likewise unadapted. And even so, at this early date some misguided “cultural critics” already found the temerity to suggest that popular interest in the zombie had reached its zenith. That zombies had peaked. That there was no more to be learned from the legions of the walking dead. That we would totally be getting back into vampires, like, any day now.

  But that day, I’m happy to say, has not yet come to pass. It is not even on the horizon.

  Public interest in zombies has risen, and then risen again. The shambling horde of undead contaminating our culture has grown and grown and grown (as, of course, zombie hordes tend to do). It has infiltrated cerebral and otherwise respectable institutions, infesting both high and lowbrow alike. Economists speak of “zombie banks” and “zombie corporations” when called on to limn the latest financial crisis. Logicians and analytic philosophers speak of “philosophical zombies” or “p-zombies” in the course of their thought experiments. And computer scientists use “zombie” to refer to consoles performing tasks under remote direction. Yet it remains in the realm of popular culture that the reanimated corpse continues most chiefly to not only survive, but thrive in absolutely unchallenged dominance.

  While vampires have been busy sparkling and rehashing poor old Count Dracula for the umpteenth time, zombies have propelled our culture in dazzling new directions. Like undead stem cells, they have proven capable of adapting and becoming useful wherever they are placed. Now we have zombie rom coms (zom coms), zombie preparedness training weekends (I recommend Matt Mogk’s), and international zombie conventions. We have zombie cookbooks. We have zombie political candidates. We even have zombie strippers. Now and then, the seams look fit to bursting with the undead, but then—Lo!—our culture finds a way to expand yet again. The undead remain. They grow. The infection only continues.

  Zombies remain salient to our concerns because they are concern incarnate. They are everything you could worry about, wonderfully, gloriously rolled into one. They are the monster stalking the graveyard where you went to read Edgar Allan Poe and show of your new Hot Topic skirt. It is personal. At the same time, they are a global pandemic, afflicting everyone everywhere, and throwing the world into irreversible crisis. It’s nothing personal. Zombies ask us to wonder how we would act if resources were suddenly very limited and danger was omnipresent. Who would we trust? Who would we pray to? Who would we shoot first?

  As the years shamble by, it is becoming increasingly clear that the twenty-first century will be the century of the zombie.

  This irresistible preoccupation stems not only from the practical advantages to be gained from preparing for an onslaught of the undead, but also a creeping certainty—sometimes felt as a vague undercurrent of awareness; sometimes in an entirely acute terror—that something more than disaster prep is at play in all of this. As we stare into the eyes of the zombie (are they idiot . . . or all seeing?), we begin to suspect that it is from the zombies themselves that we may learn the pathway forward. Our only pathway forward. As humanity lurches ever-forward into the unknown chasm that yawns before us, it is reassuring to see that the zombies around us do not hesitate.

  Nanotechnology. Self-driving cars. TV streaming services that don’t work unless you have an Apple device (for some reason).

  The zombie is not flustered by the indignities of our new century. (If it is, it gives no sign.) No. The zombie stands stalwart. He is ready for whatever comes next. The absurdities that flummox us—or at least make us cry: “Oh Christ, another iPhone? Seriously? Already?”—are not absurd at all for the zombie. Instead, the walking corpse is carried forward by a quiet, implacable bravery. He treads in silent dignity (apart, perhaps, from a few low moans). The zombie is ready to face whatever comes next. To consume all. And to spare nothing. A zombie eats our modern absurdities for dinner.

  Zombies never doubt themselves. They betray no prejudices, consuming all comers with equal ravenousness. They respect no artificial constructs. International borders, limitations on where one may enter or exit (or shamble), and laws against eating people’s brains are entirely unknown to the legion of the walking dead. They are not selfish . . . any more than they are selfless. The zombie treats all creation equally. It eats what it can. The rest it leaves. And from this approach? Nothing less than enlightenment. The zombie is, by all indications, supremely satisfied. It suffers no neuroses. It entertains no existential doubt. It feels no pain. Rather, it is the self-actualized being that—faced with a planet full of compounding absurdities— knows what it wants and is determined to get it, one shambling step at a time.

  Being like a zombie is not just a sensible approach in this new millennia. It is the only way to be.

  —Scott Kenemore

  March, 2015


  INTRODUCTION
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  I feel like such a zombie today.

  Don’t just stare at me like a zombie.

  I feel like I’m just going through life like a zombie.

  We’ve all heard the slurs and stereotypes, but few people stop to consider how much humans have to learn from zombies. What about all the good things zombies do?

  This book is a guide through the life lessons that can be gleaned from one of the netherworld’s most successful creatures: the implacable, untamable zombie.

  Whatever your setback or ailment, zombies feel your pain.

  Have you ever felt as if other people were smarter than you? Quicker on the uptake?

  Zombies feel this way every day.

  Have you ever been tongue-tied while those around you knew exactly what to say? (Maybe when you did speak, it came out as nothing more than some guttural croaks and gurgles, and possibly very simple words like “brains?”)

  Zombies haven’t let this stop them.

  Do you drool at inappropriate times? Stagger when you walk? Stare unblinkingly at passersby, sometimes for hours on end, unnerving each one of them?

  Friend, a zombie knows your pain all too well.

  And yet despite being host to not one or two, but numerous psycho-physiological setbacks, zombies have done more than simply survive. They have persevered. And you can too.

  Historically maligned and stereotyped for their irritating habits (walking into moving traffic, disturbing graveyard landscaping, eating people’s brains), zombies can also be valuable guides through life. Few of us have stopped to consider the valuable life lessons that zombies are able to teach us. Until now.

  It is no accident that zombies have proved the most adaptable, reliable, and inveterate agents of the netherworld. While they may not look like much on paper (slow-moving, dull-witted, unspeakably ghastly), they have many skills and qualities to envy.

  (Here it should be noted that some zombie researchers have posited the existence of zombies who can move quickly, eat things other than human brains, and are capable of more than halting speech. For our purposes here, these will be assumed to be aberrations rather than the norm. While articulate, omnivore zombies who can win the hundred-yard dash would be interesting subjects to study, it is all the more remarkable that it is not these super-zombies who have been so prominent and successful. Rather, it has been the stupefied, outrun-able, dullard zombie—with the most limited and selective of menus—whom we have come to regard as the dominant netherworld force. It is telling that these slower zombies have succeeded despite—or perhaps because of—these so called “setbacks.”)

  Never in history have so many, possessed with so little, done so much to further their purposes as have zombies.

  Believe me, dear reader, I was once like you. I used to be a confused, embittered lost soul who haunted the self-help section of my local bookstore. In bestselling tome after tome, I failed to find the improvement I desired. (The smiling, attractive authors on the book jackets seem to have everything that I wanted for myself, but when I followed their prescriptions I was met only with frustration.)

  I attended motivational seminars featuring enthusiastic speakers who held questionable credentials and doctorates from horrible correspondence schools, but never did I feel “excited about my life.” I hired uncertified and unlicensed “life coaches” to steer me on my way, but they only took my checks and steered me to a place where I still sucked.

  I tried motivational tapes and CDs recorded by Zen masters in recording studios on mountaintops. I watched interactive meditation DVDs hand-crafted in Tibet.

  Still, nirvana eluded me.

  And even as good heath, physical attractiveness, emotional satisfaction, and spiritual oneness were denied me, I saw, in my day-to-day life, many people who had evidently achieved some (if not all) of these things I so desired. My first inclination (it was a reasonable one, though misguided) was to attempt to model myself after these people. If I could carefully observe them and do what they did, then surely (I thought) I would become like them. More importantly, I would find the common thread—the universal connection between them.

  And yet, try as I did, I was never successful in this task. I struggled to see what it was that allowed these exceptional human specimens to become so. I failed, utterly, to find the emulation or patterning that would allow me to take on their characteristics. It seemed like an unsolvable mystery. A club I could never join. A secret society into which I was not invited.

  This line of thought only encouraged me to assume that I was a born loser. That from the start, I had been doomed to a life of mediocrity and banality.

  Then, one day, I did find it.

  I did discover that one central, singular thread of synchronicity linking enlightened, successful, and attractive people.

  What let them command attention wherever they went and whatever they did? When they spoke, what made others hang on each word? How did they find the temerity to be brave and unflinching in every situation? What kept them from ever giving up? What kept them moving forward?

  It could only be . . . that they emulated a creature no less or greater than a member of the walking dead. That is, a zombie.

  Once I understood this, new doors opened to me that had been heretofore shut. New experiences came my way, and I found myself granted access to secrets I had never dared dream I would know. Being like a zombie allowed me to attain a Zen state. I actualized the reality of my existence, in ways that only the reanimated can. I became the person I had always wanted to be . . . by becoming like a zombie. In fact, the more like a zombie I acted, the better a person I became.

  And you can too.

  “But this is so counterintuitive,” you say?

  Certainly. But hey, give it a shot. Other, traditional self-help manuals haven’t solved your problems have they? (If they have, then what’re you doing with this book? . . . that’s what I thought, you lonely fatso.) The point is, you’ve tried the other self-help books. You’ve seen where those approaches to “contentment” and “enlightenment” lead. You’ve spent your hard-earned dollars on regimens emphasizing positivity and inner peace, only to find yourself a “negative-Nellie” who’s always at war with himself (or herself).

  And since you’ve tried the rest, why not try the brain eating, grave-opening, speech-slurring best?

  Want to be a “killer” in business? Or a lady-killer? Then model yourself after an actual killer for once.

  If you want to be the kind of tough guy who says “I eat people like you for lunch” to his enemies, then act like a zombie (who actually does eat his enemies—or anyone, really—for lunch).

  Being like a zombie is great. When you wake up in the morning, you can do whatever you want. You have no boss. You have no deadlines that you, yourself, don’t impose. Most importantly, you have no worries or cares. (Whoever heard of an anxious zombie, right?)

  Other self-improvement manuals claim that they want to help you achieve “love” in your life, but ask yourself honestly—would you rather be loved or feared? Zombies are some of the most feared beings around, and their lives are pretty damn good. Being loved isn’t everything. Moving less in a touchy-feely direction and more in an eating-someone’s-brain direction can have tremendously positive impacts on your self-esteem and sense of existential well-being. You just have to know how to get started.

  The first section of this manual contains a point-by-point analysis of the 24 habits, tendencies, and characteristics that make zombies so effective at everything that they do. This section illustrates the benefits of being more like a zombie, and covers the many different ways these benefits can be obtained. Adopt just one or two of these habits at first, if you like. Take them for a test-drive. Go at your own pace. There’s no reason for me to hard-sell adopting all of the traits at once, because I’m confident that that’s exactly what you’ll want to do after you’ve noticed how well they work.

  The second section of this manual is a 12-week workshop intended for those desiring a more comprehensive and complete guide to becoming as close to a zombie as you can get without actually being a reanimated corpse (maybe you will be one day, though, if you play your cards right). This section is an intensive zombie-education program that will take you 90 days to complete. It has been carefully designed to provide the most optimal transformative immersion possible. Wish your life could be a “do over?” Want to make a “fresh start” for yourself? This program was designed for you.

  Before beginning, ask yourself these questions honestly:

  •   Am I man (or woman) enough to do what it takes to get what I want?

  •   Am I ready for a program of self-improvement that will be nothing like the programs of instruction I may have tried before? (And I mean nothing . . .)

  •   Am I prepared to say good-bye to the “old me” so I might be reborn (as if from a newly opened grave) as a dynamic, self-actualized, spiritually fulfilled zombie?

  If your answers to these questions are yes, get ready to re-animate yourself for success with secrets from the undead!

  
    [image: image] Zombie Tip:

    “Zombie, what’s in your head?” The answer should be:

    Awesomeness. Zombies automatically practice mindfulness to a degree that would make middle aged soccer moms dabbling in Buddhism green with envy. And not in a good, green-like-a-zombie way. Zombies stay focused on their dreams, and don’t let anxiety, depression, money worries, or not-eating-people’s-brains-concern get in the way of what they like to do.

  


  PART ONE:

  The 24 Habits of Highly Effective Zombies
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  It is obvious to any close observer that zombies have benefited from a combination of carefully cultivated habits and tendencies in order to become the superior specimens they are today. By identifying and emulating these habits, humans can enjoy many of the successes that zombies do.

  Zombies don’t worry. Not about themselves. Not about others. Not about climate change. Nothing.

  Zombies have “enough” of what they need in life (with the exception of living brains). Yet are, at the same time, “driven” with a passion and intensity that any CEO or motivational speaker would envy. Zombies don’t stop. Zombies don’t rest. And yet, zombies are at peace with this ceaselessness. And you can be too.

  Zombies have moved beyond the pressures of society. A zombie never feels it “ought” to do something. A zombie never feels that it “should” be doing something (or avoiding something else). A zombie simply is who he or she is, and is at peace with that fact.

  When you adopt the habits of a zombie, it’s like a fast track to the effectiveness you seek and the self-actualization you’ve always yearned for. Being like a zombie cuts right through the treacle of life. Cuts right down to the heart of the matter. (Then, when that heart has stopped beating, it has the brain for supper.)

  If you want to become a better person and improve your life, you need to start taking on the habits of zombies.

  
    [image: image] Zombie Tip:

    Be aware of your surroundings.

    Just don’t, like, ever adjust your actions accordingly. You can walk right up to a zombie holding an RPG, and that zombie is just going to keep shambling forward. Make this your model.
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  Be Adaptable

   

  Life’s gonna throw you some curveballs, and nobody knows this better than a zombie.

  You may have to move far away from home to go to the college or university of your choice. Your company might downsize you around the holidays when you least expect it. Your desiccating corpse might be reanimated by an evil warlock’s spell, a secret government nerve agent, or radiation from a UFO.

  Life’s going to throw stuff like this your way now and then. Need some advice on how to get through it? Look no further than our friend the zombie.

  Zombies don’t ask “Why did this happen to me?” They don’t meditate on the meaning of their reanimation. Nope. It’s up out of the grave and right on the hunt for brains.

  Zombies have a way of making the best of a situation.

  Throw a zombie in the middle of the ocean, and hey, it’ll get back to land eventually. But in the meantime, it’s going to fuck up some sharks, probably an octopus or two, and, damn-straight, any unlucky fisherman it gets its rotting hands on. Sure, one day its inherent drive to locate and consume thinking human brains will drive the zombie back to land—and yeah, it might be down to bone and rags by then, but that thought’s not stopping it for a second.

  Freeze a zombie in an arctic ice floe. Sure, it’s trapped for the short term. The moment global warming reaches it, though—boing!—it springs up good as new, ready to mess you up.

  
    [image: image] Zombie Tip:

    In some languages, the word for “crisis” is also the word for “opportunity.”

    In the language of a zombie, however, the word for “crisis” is also the word for “a decided lack of yummy humans to eat.” (The zombie word for “opportunity” is likewise synonymous with “a school bus full of defenseless children,” “a group of overconfident, naïve explorers,” and “a crowded country house with the road washed out and the phone lines disconnected from a storm.” . . . but you probably could’ve guessed that.)

  

  Burn a zombie. Throw acid on a zombie. All I can say is that you better finish the job, because those sons of bitches will just keep on coming.

  Cut off a zombie’s limbs (one by one, if you like) and it will continue to drag itself after you.

  See, the zombie doesn’t draw the inference polite society might expect it to draw. It doesn’t think: “Gee, I’m on fire. I should really stop to put this out before continuing on my way.” It doesn’t think: “I have no arms and legs left, and inching myself along with my neck is really taking a while. Maybe I should just give up and let the other zombies have all the fun.” No! You’re not going to convince a zombie it’s time to give up and start pouting. It’s just not done. (Or not something done by zombies, anyway.) A zombie stops only when its own brain is destroyed or disconnected from the spinal cord. Only under similar circumstances should you consider giving up on yourself as an acceptable option.

  Remember to think of the adaptable zombie when life throws you something you weren’t expecting. It doesn’t have to be a villager planting a flaming pitchfork in your chest, or a machine-gun assault by a top-secret federal anti-zombie agency. It can be an irritating foot fracture, being passed over for a promotion at work, or having your car repossessed. Sure, zombies don’t (usually) drive, but it isn’t difficult to guess what a zombie would do in that situation.

  He’d shuffle right to the bus stop, and go to work all the same. And once at work, he would eat the head of his boss (despite an irritating foot fracture).

  
    [image: image] Zombie Tip:

    Forgive and forget. Like, everything you ever learned ever.

    Zombies seem to operate just fine with no substantive knowledge of who they were in life, where they are now, or how the world around them works.
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  Play to Your Strengths

  (and Ignore Your Weaknesses)

   

  Everybody has different strengths and weaknesses.

  If there’s a lesson to be taken from this fact, it’s “use what you got.” It’s a lesson nobody’s learned better than a zombie.

  The luckiest zombies are those with the good fortune to be reanimated directly after mortal life has departed from the body. These zombies, usually still wearing the clothes they were buried in (which, in the case of female zombies, almost always includes pearls and a hat), have the fortune to be mistaken for living humans. Occasionally, these lucky zombies are even mistaken for the particular living people they were before they died. The advantages of this are diverse and considerable. A zombie who appears to be simply a drunken or similarly incapacitated human being of sallow complexion has a much greater chance of gaining access to the places where living humans (and their correspondingly delicious brains) are to be found. Some of these highest-functioning zombies are even lucky enough to remember a word or two of human speech. (Usually these will be simple words and phrases like “hello,” “yes,” “no,” and “I am, in fact, a neurosurgeon. Now please let me closer to that succulent frontal lobe.”) These zombies are the millionaires, the professional athletes, the rock stars of the zombie world. But as long as they remain appropriately humble, we have little reason to begrudge them their success. (Zombies are not covetous of one another’s good fortune. This is yet another trait we could stand to adopt from them.)
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